The range of the Booted Eagle, 
BRYAN G. DONNELLY Aquila pennata (Gmelin), 


PORT ELIZABETH MUSEUM in Southern Africa with a 
note on field identification 


INTRODUCTION 

Clancey (1964) gives the northern breeding range of this small, migratory 
eagle as "Iberian Peninsula, southern France and North Africa, eastwards through 
southern Russia to southern Transbaikalia, in the east, south to northern India 
(Punjab), wintering in Africa, Arabia and India." 

Winterbottom (1935) records the southern limit of the range in Africa as the 
South West Cape on the strength of two mounts collected at Wynberg and a skin 
from Robertson. An analysis of records some ten years after Winterbottom's 
note shows a better but still incomplete picture of the distribution of Aquila 
pennata in Southern Africa. 
RECORDED LOCALITIES IN SOUTHERN AFRICA 

The following labelled specimens exist in museums of Southern Africa: 
Selukwe, October 1952, and Bulawayo, October 1907, (National Museum, 
Bulawayo); "Rhodesia," September 1903, Vryburg, December 1931, Matatiele, 
November 1912, Umtamvuma River, February 1909, Krugersdorp, December 
1914, and three from Pretoria, November 1915, December 1964 and February 
1912, (Transvaal Museum); Lourenco Marques, April 1957, (Museum Dr. Alvaro 
de Castro); one mount from Durban, April 1913, (Durban Museum); Griquatown, 
September 1961, (East London Museum); Kei Road, January 1924, two from King 
William's Town, December 1931 and February 1931, and "Eastern Cape Province", 
November 1924, (The Kaffrarian Museum); Addo, January 1961, Bellevue, 
November 1916, Bellevue and Kirkwood, no dates (Port Elizabeth Museum); 
Golden Valley, October 1927, (Albany Museum); Robertson, October 1910, 
(South African Museum). The Transvaal Museum skin labelled "Rhodesia" could 
well be the specimen mentioned by Priest (1933). McLachlan and Liversidge 
(1957) mention "two old records from Cape Town." These are referable to the 
Wynberg mounts recorded by Winterbottom. Both of the Wynberg mounts and a 
specimen from Durban recorded hy Clancey (1964) now appear to be unavailable. 
An unlabelled skin in the Albany Museum is very likely to be the specimen from 
Aliwal North recorded by Hewitt (1931). 
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Literature reveals the following additional localities: Forests of Outeniqua- 
land, Clanwilliam and Nel's Poort (Layard, 1867), Ondongo, November 1866 
(Andersson and Gurney, 1872), Saldanha Bay, breeding on the Berg River in 
September, Grahamstown, Chibisa (exact position in the Zambezi Valley unknown), 
breeding at Swellendam, Newcastle, November, (Layard and Sharpe, 1884), 
Rustenburg, February 1884 (Ayres, 1886), Aliwal North (Hewitt, 1931), 
Rondebosch, February 1828, (Roberts, 1936), Westminster, November 1953, 
(Maciean, 1957), Alexandria, Port Elizabeth and Uitenhage (Paterson, 1958), 
Punda Milia, December 1958, (Pienaar and Prozesky, 1961), Kalahari Gemsbok 
Park, January 1961, (Prozesky and Haagner, 1962), Estcourt district, 1946, 
(Clancey, 1964) and Lombard Nature Reserve, Bloemhof (Skead, 1965). Smithers 
(1964) does not include the species in his check list, though Clancey (1965) records 
occurrence in Bechuanaland based on a visual record (not his own) from Tuli Block. 
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Figure 1 
Recorded localities of the Booted Eagle, Aquila pennata, in Southern Africa. 
Black dots refer to specimens at present in museums of Southern Africa. Lined 
dots refer to visual and literature records. 
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M. Courtenay-Latimer (in litt.) has records from Queenstown, Cathcart, 
Cala and Elliot. R. Liversidge (in litt.) has visually recorded pennata from Addo, 
February 1961, near Steytlerville, September 1961, Zuurberg at Slagboom, 
October 1962, Nossop River, Kalahari Gemsbok Park and Van Zyl's Rus, February 
1963. R.A. Black (pers. comm.) captured a light phase bird in October 1958 at 
Johannesburg which was released in January 1959 (photographed). J. Blignaut 
(pers. comm.) captured and released a dark phase bird on the 5th September 1960 
at Jansenville. P. Venter banded a bird in the pale phase, on the 30th December 
1963 at Nylstroom (S.A.O.S. Ringing Card). On the 30th November, 1964 a dark 
phase specimen was brought alive into the Port Elizabeth Museum from Hankey. 

It had become entangled in the netting wire of a tennis court in an attempt to 
capture poultry. The bird was weighed, measured, banded and released. 
(Weight: 26.75 ozs., wing: 370 m.m. tarsus: 65 m.m.). P. Steyn (in litt.) has 
a record of an injured pale phase specimen in the possession of C. Fisher, 
obtained near Bulawayo in February 1965. C. Haagner (in litt.) has observed 
approximately fifty specimens, seemingly on migration, at Punda Millia in April 
1965. 

Winterbottom (1955) and Mackworth-Praed and Grant (1962) were doubtful 
as to the validity of the Berg River and Swellendam breeding records of Layard 
and Sharpe (1884). The subsequent eighty years have produced no further evidence 
to indicate breeding in Southern Africa. McLachlan and Liversidge (1957) have 
rejected the suggestion altogether. It is, therefore, most likely that confusion has 
arisen from original misindentification. If this is the case then these two 
localities at least, must be rejected together with reference to the prior suggestion 
of breeding. 

HABITAT 

For the northern part of its range, Voous (1962) and Peterson, et al (1954) 
state forest preferences and a strong affinity to trees. Recorded localities in 
Southern Africa (Fig. 1) indicate a preference for open woodlands and grasslands 
with scattered trees. Liversidge (1962) refers to the importance of "life-form" 
rather than distinct vegetation types in an attempt to correlate the distribution of 
birds with vegetation. "For example, some predators obviously require perches 
which give a suitable vantage point in order to spot their quarry." Indeed, the 
recorded localities reveal absence from only the most desertic, treeless and 
karroid regions. This conclusion may, however, be deceptive in that lack of 
records from these areas could be a reflection of human population densities. 
PERIOD OF VISITATION 

A. pennata has a more extensive period of stay in Southern Africa than is 
recently quoted (Clancey, 1964, 1965: Smithers et al. 1957). The earliest arrival 
dates are four for September. The bulk of records lie between October and 
February while three (including one for fifty individuals) are for as late as April 
(Table 1.). Occurrence covering eight months of the year would appear to allow 
little time for migration and breeding in the Northern Hemisphere. It is almost 
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certain that arrival and departure dates must vary according to the prevailing 
climatic conditions of the year. 


TABLE 1. 


TABLE SHOWING THE KNOWN FREQUENCY IN THE MONTHS OF 
OCCURRENCE OF THE BOOTED EAGLE, AQUILA PENNATA, IN 
SOUTHERN AFRICA 


July Aug. Sept. Oct. Nov. Dec. Jan. Feb. Mar. Apr. May June 
- - 4 6 8 6 3 9 - 3 - - 


FIELD IDENTIFICATION 

Meinertzhagen (1954) and McLachlan and Liversidge (1957) indicate that 
phase coloration differences in pennata are present in the young and are retained 
throughout life. Harrison (1964) attributes the dark phase to a melanistic 
condition. From Southern African specimen and literature sources, where given, 
twenty-eight records for the pale phase of the species were found. The dark phase, 
by far less frequent, is recorded on only seven instances. As a rough index from 
the figures given, the pale phase would seem to outnumber the dark phase by 
almost four to one. 

In the field, the conspicuous small size of this eagle will usually distinguish 
it from most other birds of prey. Perched, the feathered legs will eliminate 
confusion with the buzzards, Buteo spp. A small, but distinct, crest is usually 
present. The pale phase of pennata is extremely difficult to separate from im- 
mature Ayre's Hawk-Eagle, A. dubia. A. dubia has a longer crest, but lacks a 
very pale wing bar formed by the median wing coverts in pennata. A. pennata 
does not have the broad terminal tail bar found in dubia. Both pennata and im- 
mature dubia have dark cheek and ear coverts. The dark phase could lead to some 
confusion with Wahlberg's Eagle, A. wahlbergi. However, pennata has a pale 
wing bar, dark cheek and ear coverts and pale thighs, lacking in wahlbergi. 


In flight, the Booted Eagle is very much of a soaring bird with tendencies to 
be kite-like, both in size and in the attitude of bent wings. The long, but square - 
cut tail distinguishes this bird from Milvus spp. The underside of the pale phase 
in flight (Fig. 2A.) has white underwing coverts with a characteristic line of dark 
spots on the posterior margin. The secondaries are dark but the primaries with 
light bases and dark tips give a slight "window" effect. The figure in McLachlan 
and Liversidge (1957) omits this feature. Peterson et al. (1954) give a slightly 
better version of the character. The chest is streaked with brown in contrast to 
the pale abdominal region. A. pennata lacks the very broad terminal tail bar 
found in dubia. The underside of the dark phase in flight (Fig. 2B.) agrees with 
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Figure 2. 
Flight patterns of Booted Eagle, Aquila pennata. 
A. Ventral aspect of pale phase, B. Ventral aspect of dark 
phase, C. Dorsal aspect of either phase. 


ANNALS OF CAPE PROVINCIAL MUSEUMS VOL. V 1966. 


the two aforementioned references except that the white window" of the primaries 
is too extensive in McLachlan and Liversidge and too inconspicuous in Peterson, 
etal. The thighs are very light in contrast to the dark brown of the wings and 
body, a feature which can avoid confusion with wahlbergi. The dorsal aspect of 
both phases (Fig. 2C.) is similar. The most pronounced features here being the 
pale median upper wing covert bands and the whitish upper tail covert bar. The 
tail except for the unmarked outer feathers, shows feint barring viewed from 
above or below. 
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SUMMARY 


As many literature and specimen localities as could be found for the 
Booted Eagle, Aquila pennata, in Southern Africa are listed and mapped. 

Two old breeding records and their localities in Southern Africa are 
rejected on the grounds of original misidentification. 

The range of the Booted Eagle in Southern Africa is widespread except for 
possibly desertic, treeless and karroid areas. 

The known months of oecurrence of the species in Southern Africa are from 
September to April. 

The dark phase appears to be outnumbered by the pale phase at a ratio of 
four to one. 

Some features to assist field identification are given. 
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